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ABSTRACT
This study examines Ralph Waldo Emerson's use of poetic diction to structure
his poem "Each and All."
Em erson's strict and dem anding use of language
creates a form which reflects the intersection of literature with criticism. This
diction, which illum inates a central perplexity, carries Emerson's meaning in the
poem .
Emerson cannot, with accuracy, be classified as a poet who uses strict logical
or dialectical methods in constructing his poems. "Each and All" questions the
relation betw een individuals and their attem pts to com prehend the world.
E m erson creates dichotom ous categories to fram e his argum ents.
These
categories eventually do not function as stable, m utually exclusive oppositions,
and therefore life is cast as a perplexity combining two necessary meanings.
I begin with an analysis of tw entieth-century critical opinions on Em erson’s
poetry; criticism which, for the most part, depends on a New Critical paradigm
and aims at prescriptive judgm ents of the verse. In this study, no prescriptive
judgm ents are forwarded, and the critical paradigm restricts itself to the use of
language in a single poem.
N ext is a discussion of "Each and All," which analyses various aspects
of--rhym e, m eter, verse form s, voice, im agery, and d ictio n --in order to
explicate the meaning of the poem. Then I suggest that Emerson’s poetry draws
on the particular rather than the general in conveying form and meaning.
E m phasis is placed on some theories w hich help to define more closely
Em erson's views towards the writing of poetry.
The crux of the paper suggests that the particularity of his poetry stems
from a theory of com position which advocates dem anding and strict use of
language to carry a double meaning. Language is his vessel, which is used to
illustrate the ability of the poet and to provide a homily for his readers.
I
conclude that in an effort to employ language for the ordering of categories,
Em erson creates unstable oppositions.
This distinctive use of poetic language
sh ifts betw een tw o m odes of u n d erstan d in g , illu m in atin g tensions that
accom pany the search for m eaningful insights relating the individual
to the
social fabric.

...T hat so moving and moved on thoughts and verses, gathered in
different parts of a long life, you sail no straight line, but are perpetually
distracted by new and counter-currents, and go a little way north, then a
little way northeast, then a little northwest, then a little north again. Be
it so is any motion different? The curve is not a curve, but an infinite
polygon. The voyage of the best ships is a zig-zag line of a hundred tacks.
(J, 5;224)

Burly, dozing humble-bee,
Where thou art is clime for me.
Let them sail for Porto Rique,
Far-off heats through seas to seek;
I will follow thee alone,
Thou animated torrid-zone!
Zigzag steerer, desert cheerer,
Let me chase thy waving lines.
("The Humble-Bee")

SAILING THE ZIG-ZAG COURSE OF A HUNDRED TACKS:
R. W. EMERSON S "EACH AND ALL"

In 1835, Emerson wrote in a letter to his future wife Lydia Jackson—
I am bom a poet,—of a low class without doubt, yet a poet. That is
my nature and vocation. My singing, be sure, is very husky, and is
for the most part in prose.
Still I am a poet in the sense of
perceiver and dear lover of the harmonies that are in the soul and
in matter, and specially of the correspondence between these and
those (L, 1: 435)
Em erson

took

seriously the notion

that he was a poet;

conferred became essential to the fufillment of his life's work.

the identity

it

Though twelve

years would pass until he published his first volume of poetry in 1847, Emerson
had in fact begun to write verses as early as nine or ten, impressing his family,
friends, and teachers with his precocious talents.

Always the introspective

critic, Emerson reassesed his poetry in a journal entry for 1862:
I am a bard least of bards. I cannot, like them, make lofty arguments in
stately, continuous verse, constraining the rocks, trees, anim als, and
periodic stars to say my thoughts,—for that is the gift of great poets; but I
am a bard because I stand near them, and apprehend all they utter, and
with pure joy hear that which I also would say, and, moreover, I speak
interrupedly words and half stanzas which have the like scope and
aim :—what I cannot declare, yet cannot withhold. (J, 9: 472)
Penitently commenting on his own status as a poet, Emerson was anticipating
the almost continuous critical debate which has accompanied his reputation for
one

hundred and forty years.

In both statements, Emerson cites certain poetical

concerns—his ability to sustain a musical voice, to maintain continuous verse,
construct a coherent stanza form —that have rem ained
various critical debates surrounding his poetry.

at the center of the

In fact, critical evaluations

have tended to disparage Emerson’s ability as a poet.
1

to

I

As early as 1915, O. W. Firkins located "frequent and flagrant badness" in
E m erson's versification (Firkins, 274, 276). Finding very little to praise in the
work, Firkins thought that the main difficulties stemmed from a serious want of
organization and im agination.

U ltim ately, Firkins retreated altogether from the

poetry in the face of the "hopelessness and the obviousness of his prosodic
faults" (Firkins, 286).
Paul More continued this same criticism with more com passion in his section
on Em erson in the C am bridge
lam ented the

H istory

of A m erican

failures of E m erson's rhetorical style:

L iteratu re (1917).

More

"Em erson often missed

w hat he m ight have learned from Plato's P k a e d r u s was the essence of good
rhetoric, that is to say the consciousness of his hearer's mind as well as his own.
We hear him, as it were, talking to himself, with no attem pt to convince by
argum ent of enlighten by analysis" (M ore, 352).

More acknowledged, however,

that Em erson did create occasional poems of great beauty,

poems in which he

overcam e his "general tendency toward looseness and form less spontaneity of
style"

(M ore, 358). One of the more im portant contributions M ore made to
2

tw entieth-century interpretations o f the poetry was to recognize the primacy of
spontaneous sentim ent in Em erson's poetics.

"In literary form and style the

privilege of spontaneous sentim ent showed itself with Em erson not in that
fluency

w hich

m eant longw indedness, but in the habit of w aiting

momentary inspiration to the neglect of

for the

meditated construction and regularity"

(More, 358).
S tu art

S herm an

concentrated style.

paid

p a rtic u la r

a tte n tio n

to

E m erso n 's

ex trem ely

Citing several parallels to the modern poetry of his own

time in a volume on the poems and essays, Sherman produced an apology of
sorts for Emerson: "His verse, which is strikingly modern, has offended readers
by its unconventionalities, but it is time the critics stopped harping on its
defects and saw it for what it is, strong wine" (Sherman, 115). As might be
expected,

Sherm an

spoke

from

the

perspective

of

a

creative

artist,

and

attributed Emerson's lack of reputation to critical shortsightedness: "he has been
underrated as a poet because he did not understand, or would not practice,
dilution" (Sherm an, 115)
In 1929, Alfred Kreymborg was willing to call Emerson an influence "in the
blood of every American original," yet unwilling to bestow on him the stature of
an American original him self . Kreymborg did recognize the passionate quality
of Em erson’s verse, however, "there is excitement, fire in his work though the
3

passion

belongs

to

the

soul rather than

the

body

(K re y m b o rg ,

6 7 -8 3 ).

K reym borg adm itted the faults of Em erson's poetic technique, but concluded
they did not m atter

"As for the always enum erated technical faults that so

trouble

rhetoricians,

gram m arians,

and

prosodists,

they

were,

to

be

sure,

apparent on every page but finally unimportant in view of what the best poems
accomplish" (Kreymborg, 83).
Two years later

in

1931, Bliss Perry

argued that Em erson

should have

written in prose only, since "most of the fine things the poems say could just as
well have been said in prose; brilliant fragments do not make a whole; and the
prosody is often harsh and sometimes even grotesque"

(Perry, 81-93)

In fact, Emerson's value as a literary figure in the early part of this century
was usually equated

with his prose essays and not with his poetry.

Ludwig

Lewisohn suggested that Emerson's poetry reflected gold and dross combined.
The dross in Emerson's verse was the formless argumentation, not the prosody.
He was among the minority of critics who thought Emerson's deviation from a
critical standard might be justified, or at least unimportant, to the poetry's final
effect

for

readers.

Readers

at the

tim e

were

troubled

argumentation and a too infrequent use of ironic implications.

with

a lack

of

"Turning to the

poems, we are back with the more fam iliar Emerson, with his gold and dross.
By dross I do not mean the defective measures, the gritty rimes, the sediments
4

of blank and conventional diction in the earlier poem s.

In the mass of his

better work in verse these things are wholly negligible” (Lewisohn, 136).
Each of these critics faulted Emerson because in their view, poetry had a
definite prescribed form and certain accepted rules of construction.
C ritical

theory,

1930-1955,

in

ju d g ed

the

vanguard

poetry

of

according

academ ic
to

its

criticism

various

during

verb al,

The New
the

sym bolic,

years
and

rhetorical features. As W aggoner's Emerson as a Poet points out:
The New Critics found Em erson's poetry inferior by their standard, which
d em anded th at the rh eto ric of good p o etry re fle c t the ironies,
am biguities, and discontinuities of life itself as they saw it. Thus Yvor
W inters, classicist and rationalistic moralist by conviction, was true to his
p rin cip les w hen, d etectin g the dionysian and ec sta tic elem ents in
E m erson, he condem ned the man as a dangerous sentim entalist and
consigned the works to oblivion. (W aggoner, 7)

In the years since the poetry was first published, a variety of critics have
attem pted

to categorize Em erson's

verse.

Edw ard

W aldo

Em erson, Ralph's

brother, discovers three styles in the verse—that which is "juvenile” and tends
to im itate eighteenth-century exam ples, that belonging

to a "middle period,"

w hich Ralph "ham m ered while hot," and that of the "later period" which is
polished and m usical.

Thomas G. Henney saw two periods, the early verse

draw ing on the eighteenth century, and the p o st-1832 verse characterised by
com plex and original metaphors.

Strauch, the first critic to produce a variorum

edition of the poetry, divided the work into those poems with organic form and

those

d ealing

w ith

sym bolic

im agination.

between regular and free verse poems.
in to

those

w ith

m etap h y sical

Stephen

W hicher

differentiates

Finally, Josephine M iles split the poetry

su ccin ctn ess

and

w ith

fre er

contem porary

m aterials (W aggoner, 45-46).
Attem pting to reopen the debate over the status of Em erson's poetry, Hyatt
W aggoner's study of Emerson as a Poet has done much to address the problems
cited by various critics.

In redirecting the attention of critics from sources to a

study of the verse itself, W aggoner's study parsed the assum ptions

of two

critical approaches. The first theory contends that Emerson was indoctrinated in
a particular philosophy. This theory, prom ulgated by Sheldon Liebm an, finds
the origins of Em erson's early poetics in the Common Sense School of Scottish
philosophy which dominated the academic community of Harvard:
Like Longfellow and Bryant, Emerson first learned his poetics from the Common
Sense School.
He was taught that in order to create, the poet must strike a
balance betw een reason and im agination, between judgm ent and genius.
He
was taught that poetry m ust be intelligible and in some sense true to life,
though it must also be idealized. And he learned that poetry must be didactic,
that the poet's function is to provide m oral in stru ctio n for his readers.
(Liebm an, 32)
A second

theory

regarding

Platonic/R om antic synthesis.
ideas,

this

theory

has

the

source

of Em erson's

poetics

is Strauch’s

Largely because it treats Emerson as a poet of

gained

great

currency

am ong

those

who

explicate

Emerson's poetry. Strauch suggests that in Emerson's work,
M an copies nature by em ploying words as things: but words in their
im age-m aking capacity redouble and intensify nature, first as linguistic
6

acts of the folk m ind and, secondly as projections of the poet's
im agination.
Emerson sim ultaneously held two contradictory views of
art—1. A laborious m im icking of natu re’s spontaneous and effortless
creations (Plato) and 2. Organic filaments relating him to the cosmos, thus
producing his own idiosyncratic versions of the w orld (Rom antic).
(Strauch, 50)
W a g g o n e r’s

view

of

E m erso n 's

p o e tic

o rig in s

a d d resses

several

common-sense aspects of Emerson’s poetry which are not fully accounted for in
Strauch’s (the dominant) view of Emerson’s poetry.

To begin with, Emerson's

poetry is rem arkably un-philosophic if one defines philosophy
commonly accepted usage.

Of course Emerson treated subjects with philosophic

content, but not in any systematic way.
could

a man

who

according to

despised

logic

As Waggoner states the problem, ''How

and disdained

to

argue,

except

by

the

anti-rationalist method of paradoxical assertion, contribute to the clarification,
to say nothing of the solution, of the classic problems of philosophy" (Waggoner,
60).

Both

of

the

foregoing

theories,

and

even

at

last

W aggoner’s own

linguistic/genre theory of Emerson's poetics, do exactly what Emerson would
never have done; build a system for its own internal consistency.

Norman

M iller, in an article about the philosophic concept reflected in "Each and All"
w hich

equates

philosophy

with

Em erson's

intent

as

a w riter,

argues

that

"Emerson, by his own admission, was not a system builder, at least not in the
ordinary sense of the word 'system '—a unified and internally consistent set of
tenets built upon a basic premise or fact" (Miller, 381).
7

M iller asserts that a

search for Emerson's intent must focus not on logical or philosophical constructs
but on less categorical but fully evident characteristics of the poetry (Miller,
3 1 8 ). In this study, it will become readily apparent that Emerson develops in
his poetry a situation where disorder manifested in a form of impossible logic
becomes in itself a loosely defined arrangem ent of sorts.
grasped

by

strict

literary

concepts,

Em erson

does

W hile not easily

m anage

to

develop

a

vocabulary that embodies a vacillating relation between broad categories.*
W aggoner’s exceptional contribution to the study of Emerson's poetry lies in
his focus on problems of linguistics and genre.

W aggoner finds diversity in the

language used to create an idea of the poet, illustrating that Emerson could have
drawn upon many possible examples for defining his various roles as a poet
(W aggoner, 68). Comparing the various meanings cultures attach to their words
for poet, W aggoner convincingly points to the ambiguity inherent in much of
the poetry as a rich resource for enlightened scholarship.

In the end, Waggoner

sees Em erson as essentially a vatic poet, one who divines and also speaks
prophetically without recognizing a division between the act of divination and
p ro n o u n c e m e n t.^

Waggoner's thesis is intriguing, since it suggests that much of

Em erson's diction may be explained in terms of the m utability

inherent in

m ean in g .
Unfortunately, W aggoner proceeds to analyse the poetry largely in terms of

the prose, thus abandoning the very m aterial most in need of reappraisal. The
problem with W aggoner's analysis is that it still focuses on Emerson as a poet of
ideas, a label which oversim plifies or at least seems to deny Emerson any real
acuity

w ith

stru ctu rin g

language

in

verse.

W aggoner

sees

E m erson

as

"attem pting to put into practice ideas—changing ideas at that, which made his
problem
m agazine

all the
verses'

(W aggoner, 194).

g reater—about
his

age

so

a d ifferen t kind
m uch

adm ired

of poetry
and

he

from

tended

the ’pretty
to

despise"

Valuable as this conclusion might be, it fails to escape many

of the assum ptions about Em erson's poetry which read the verse m ainly in
terms of its sources and contexts.
Roy Harvey Pearce, using much the same technique of critically analyzing the
assum ptions regarding Emerson and "philosophy" or "theology" says of the vatic
nature of the poetry: "He [Emerson] may conceive of poetry as vatic; yet his
poems do not work vatically, they are too much his poems: their effect is one of
creation, not of revelation.

The poet works too hard as poet to function as

priestly ontologist and m ystagogue" (Pearce, 159).

Pearce's observation, which

I take to be accurate, shows that W aggoner places too much stress on the vatic
nature of poetry, forcing it to account for more than it really does.

Assigning

labels, as

of poetic

creation.

he points

out,

only

obscures

the underlying

processes

It is in this process, which links stylistic and com positional concerns,

that new insight might be gained into Emerson’s abilities as a poet.^
On

the

ex p ressed

in

oth er

hand,

p arad o x ical

W aggoner's
or

gnom ic

assertions

that

u tteran ces

vatic

serves

poetry

to

is

often

pro p erly

focus

attention on the effects that Em erson’s language creates in the verse.
approach

red irects

atten tio n

away

from

the

”vatic-ness"

and

Such an

tow ards

the

specifics of language.
W hile W aggoner does not provide the definitive work on Emerson as a poet,
he

does

su g g est

interpretations

m any

of

the

problem s

in

the

c ritic a l

in terp retatio n s,

w hich do not approach Em erson on the grounds suggested by

the poet in his scattered w ritings--the mechanics

of language manipulation.

As

W aggoner succinctly asserts, "Both the V ictorians and the new critics judged
E m erson’s verse by inappropriate paradigm s, paradigm s calculated to reveal its
w eak n esses,
strength"

som e

real

some

im aginary--and

to

obscure

its

characteristic

(W aggoner, 66).

W aggoner identifies the central problem to be encountered by any new critic
who seeks to explore Em erson’s poetry.
Since [Stephen] W hicher’s som ew hat em barassed and heavily qualified
defence
in 1957, the poetry has been so thoroughly out of fashion that
attem pts to arrive at critical evaluations of it, or even to take it seriously
enough in critical terms to attempt to describe its features and place it in
our poetic developm ent, have become rare almost to the vanishing point.
10

The reason for this dramatic decline in interest is not hard to understand:
the paradigm or model of 'good poetry' which has guided the thinking
and work of scholars and critics alike has very inadequate room for, and
provides no really appropriate way of dealing w ith, the kind of poetry
Emerson chiefly wrote. (W aggoner, 48-49)
I w ill attem pt in this paper to stay inbounds of the vanishing point of
criticism , treating Em erson's verse by extending the analytic possibilities of
linguistic herm enutics discussed only

briefly in W aggoner’s study.

requires that the standards of judgment be severely restricted.

To do so

I will do this by

purposely engaging in non-prescriptive criticism; that is to say I am not trying
to dem onstrate that Emerson's poetics are inherently "good" or "bad," as much
of the earlier criticism has done.

Secondly, I intend to alter the paradigms

according to which Emerson is commonly judged by
use of language in a single poem, the 1834
not construct
therefore;

any

logical

or even

approach

bound to miss the mark.

dialectical

grounded

in

the

considering his rhetorical

"Each and All."
system s

Emerson himself did

for executing

assum ptions

of these

his poetry
concepts

is

The various aspects of Emerson's poem "Each and All,"

especially as they relate to the form the poem takes and the com positional
devices employed, are used to illustrate a conjunction of literature and criticism.
Em erson's com position depends on the use of language which suggests that
o v er-arch in g

notions

ab o u t

m an's

relatio n

to

the

w orld

are

carefully

circumscribed. The particularity of Emerson's diction ultimately is a function of
the poet's stringent and demanding use of language in the poem; it is the vessel
11

which must "sail the zig-zag course of a hundred tacks."

II

EACH AND ALL
Little thinks, in the field, yon red-cloaked clown
O f thee from the hill-top looking down;
The heifer that lows in the upland farm,
Far-heard, lows not thine ear to charm;
The sexton, tolling his bell at noon,
5
Deems not that great Napoleon
Stops his horse, and lists with delight,
W hilst his files sweep round yon Alpine height;
N or know est thou what argum ent
Thy life to thy neighbor's creed has lent.
10
All are needed by each one;
Nothing is fair or good alone.
I thought the sparrow's note from heaven,
Singing at dawn on the alder bough;
I brought him home, in his nest, at even;
15
He sings the song, but it cheers not now,
For I did not bring home the river and sky;—
He sang to my ear,—they sang to my eye.
The delicate shells lay on the shore;
The bubbles of the latest wave
20
Fresh pearls to their enamel gave,
And the bellowing of the savage sea
Greeted their safe escape to me.
I wiped away the weeds and foam,
I fetched my sea-born treasures home;
25
But the poor, unsightly, noisome things
Had left their beauty on the shore
With the sun and the sand and the wild uproar.
The lover watched his graceful maid,
12

As ’mid the virgin train she strayed,
30
N or knew her beauty’s best attire
Was woven still by the snow-white choir.
At last she came to his hermitage,
Like the bird from the woodlands to the cage;—
The gay enchantm ent was undone,
35
A gentle wife, but fairy none.
Then I said, "I covet truth;
Beauty is unripe childhood's cheat;
I leave it behind with the games of youth:"—
As I spoke, beneath my feet
40
The ground-pine curled its pretty wreath,
Running over the club-moss burrs;
I inhaled the violet’s breath;
Around me stood the oaks and firs;
Pine-cones and acorns lay on the ground;
45
Over me soared the eternal sky,
Full of light and of deity;
Again I saw, again I heard,
The rolling river, the morning bird;—
Beauty through my senses stole;
50
I yielded myself to the perfect whole.
(.P o e m s , 1847, 14-16)

O riginally com posed in 1834, "Each and All" was first published in the
We s t e r n

M e s s e n g e r on the 6th of February 1839.

Later, in the year 1845,

Longfellow published the poem in a collection titled The Waif: A Collection o f
Poems
from

(Cam bridge, 1845), but omitted lines 29-38. Em erson’s poems, collated
thirteen

typical

tw entieth-century

All" was represented ten tim es, giving

anthologies

revealed

that

"Each

and

the poem third place among all the

poems in the frequency of publication.

13

"Each and A ll” is a good choice for analysis here because of its place in the
chronology

of E m erson's

poetic

developm ent,

and

because

it

presents

an

ostensibly philosophical idea which relies on defined categories.
Carl Strauch cites 1834 as the year of Emerson's poetic m aturity.^

Before

1834, Strauch believes Emerson "developed slowly both as a prose writer" and a
poet, because of

"the kind of talent he possessed and the kinds of material that
tv

brought the talent into focus

(Strauch,

353). The talent Strauch refers to is

Emerson's ability to stockpile in his journal various far-flung sources and then
to integrate them into his various writings.

It took a number of years to gather

a considerable quantity, and the num ber of entries

in his various journals

increased dram atically following his first excursion to Europe during the years
1832-1833.

As

we

have

already

seen,

1834

was

the

year that Emerson

adm itted to Ellen Tucker that he had a calling for poetry.

"Each and All"

initiates that claim, along with other poems published that year.
The poem’s title draws on the Coleridgean idea of the poet as he employs the
contem pletative
world animated."

im agination

to discern

and rein terp ret

the

"round

corporeal

The theme of harmonious com position is portrayed through

an interest in variable phenom ena.

In Coleridege's original form ulation, the

idea accents the "poet's power of imagination proceeding upon the all in each of
14

human nature."
reality

and

The title em phasizes the relationship between a fragmented

some consideration

of unity.

As M iller w rites,

"the doctrine

purports to explain and illum inate the essential relationship between the part
and the whole, between the particular and the u n iv ersal' (M iller, 381). Like
C oleridge, Emerson frequently used linguistic opposites to classify his subject
matter:

Each and All, Reason and Understanding, Nature and Religion, Unity and

Multiety, and Nature and the Self, all appear commonly as dichotomous subjects
in his writings.^
There is evidence, provided by Law rence Buell, that Emerson may have
realized the poetic possibilities of this doctrine where Coleridge him self could
not.
him

"Em erson's peculiar com bination of sensitivity and insouciance enabled
to

get much better results

from

the correspondential theory

than one

would expect from Coleridge, even if Coleridge had taken the trouble to develop
it in detail" (Buell, 153).

Buell attributes this ability to Emerson's willingness to

construct his poem according to a deviant methodology.

The use of the poem's

language assisted Emerson greatly in this regard since it preserves a

flexibility

in the rendering of the categorical propositions stated in the title.

Today we

might speak of religion and science as being nearly opposite propositions, yet in
Em erson's world the two disciplines existed sym biotically.

The m ixture of

m eaning between these sets of words is like a mobius strip; to attem pt to
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discern the inner and outer surfaces will only result in the conclusion that they
are the same surface constituted from opposite directions.

As Buell explains the

issue, "Coleridge wanted to see correspondence as a m etaphysic, which would
have removed a great deal of its poetic suppleness.

Precisely because Emerson

did not care about m ethodological rigor, he was better suited to pursue the
poetic im plications of correspondence" (Buell, 153).
If Emerson was loose with his methodology, he used vocabulary rigorously.
His view

on

the im portance

dem ands he placed on words.
distinguish meaning.

of poetic

language reflects

the very

specific

Emerson the poet taps the inherent power to

Writing in his Encylopedia, Emerson records, "No man can

write well who thinks there is any choice of words for him.

In writing there is

always a right word and every other than that is wrong (J, 6:81)."

Emerson uses

this clear directive to select key rhetorical terms in "Each and All" that have a
double
betw een

reference

or interm ixture.4^ Some of these terms are the comparisons

argum ent and

neighbor’s creed,

the

ear and

the

eye,

beauty

and

specific

things

and

gentleness, truth and beauty, and youth and experience.
A dditionally,

Em erson

relied

on

words

integrating

approaches to convey a sense of the total message intended by a poet. In this
m anner he drew
w ords

strung

upon a nineteenth-century notion of "w inged-w ords,"

to g e th er

to

create

m essage
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bearing

verses.

those

E m erson's

understanding of

language expressing m any-layered m eanings is prom inent in

"N ature”:
Language is a third use which Nature subserves to man. Nature is
the vehicle of thought, and in a sim ple, double, and threefold
d e g re e .
1. W ords are signs of natural facts.
2. P articular natural facts are sym bols of particu lar spiritual
facts.
3. Nature is the symbol of spirit. (N, 20)
Carl Strauch observes that "words and phrases acted pow erfully upon Emerson,
and for the student who is conscious of this magnetic attraction, the deductions
to be made from the use of a single word or phrase are often as compelling as
those based

on w hole passages em bracing explicit references"

(Strauch,359).

T hat Em erson was exceptionally w ord-centric is evident in his statem ent that
"bare lists of words are found suggestive to an im aginative and excited mind.
does not need that a poem be long.

It

Every word was once a poem (J 4: 75)."

Emerson's language operates on the level of rhetoric, not logic or dialectic.^
He posited an essential equivalence between words and things.

From Sampson

Reed's O bservations on the Growth of the Mind in 1826, Emerson recorded the
follow ing passage in his jo u rn al,—"Each separate existence in the universe, each
thing, has its own unique language, its peculium, that which it is better suited to
perform than any other existence (J, 4:43)."

This notion is a natura in minimus

argument, one that is reflected in the poem "Each and All."
is

asso ciated

w ith

h eav en ly

m usic,

the

v irg in ’s
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beauty

The sparrow's song
is

sung

by

the

snow-white choir, all are needed by each, and each reveals the presence of all.
Emerson concluded: "Every word which is used to express a moral or intellectual
fact,

if traced

to its

appearance...m ost of

root,

is found

the process

to be borrow ed

from

some m aterial

by which this transform ation is made,

is

hidden from us in the remote time when language was framed" (N, 20).
E m erson

stated

C onsequently,

the

that

correspondence

n in eteen th -cen tu ry
p ersp ectiv e.

language

notions

"Old

m ust

change

conveyed

of

the

w orld

Scoriae"

had

to

w ith

a

by language
as

yield

process
to new

changing
should

from
im ages

a

world.

reflect the
fluctuating

reflecting

a

transcendental awareness that lay within the skillful interplay of language. At
the present time, it is enough to
the title for depicting
this poem.

details and that it is the particular (the each) that guides

Through the presentation of particular insights, the poem gains its

m om entum . U nity in
poem

show that Emerson has a concern revealed in

this poem is im plied, resting beneath the surface. The

opens with accounts of individual's and concludes with an individual

aw areness.

Linking

the individuality is a spirit of anim ating

unity that is

suggestive of connections, but such consanguinity remains elusively defined.
The general plan of the poem rests on these three related incidents, where
particular events and

objects describe experiences of a loss. Summarizing the

general plan, M iller

writes that "the poem moves through
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a series of three

related cases in which particulars--a sparrow, seashells, a virgin—are removed
from their proper setting and ’brought home.'

Each loses its charm and beauty

when isolated from its natural environm ent" (M iller,384). Em erson placed a
variety of images in the poem to stand alone so as to enable the reader to draw
his/her own conclusions.
episodes

tends

We have already

seen how

the use of distinct

to disassociate the structure of the poem into parts.

One

explanation for Emerson's adopting of such a technique has been offered by
Frederic Carpenter, "Emerson's philosophy of individualism logically justified
this atomic literary method.

If the isolated flash of insight is all important,

'conscious' form is unimportant" (Carpenter, 74).
nation

of self-m ade men, he believed

that each

Just as Emerson espoused a
should

arrive

at his own

interpretation.

Em erson wanted the rhetoric of this poem to suggest open

interpretations.

Through careful composition he sought to leave open many of

the questions regarding the final message conveyed by the verses.
The poem’s first section (lines 1-10) relates in four clauses the value of each
to each.

The first clause, considering the thinking of a "red-cloaked clown" in a

field in relation to a shepherd standing on a hill, opens the poem with a physical
separation of two figures in a rural, pastoral setting.

The "red-cloaked clown" of

line 1 is probably a reference to North Italian peasants.

Emerson on 6 June

1833 entered the following into his journal, "Italy is the country of beauty but I
19

think specially in the northern part.
wears a scarlet cloak" (J, 4:58).

Everything is ornam ented. A peasant

Closer to the date of composition, in Journal A of

1834 he writes, "The shepherd or the beggar in his red cloak little knows what
a charm he gives to the wide landscape that charms you on the mountain top
and w hereof he makes the most agreeable feature and I no more the part my
individuality plays in All (J, 6:109)."

Apart from identifying the source of the

poetic im age, the entry also illustrates Em erson's focus on particulars.

The

shepherd, his location in reference to another, the quality of the landscape, and
the notion of individual worth (as it contributes to the surrounding beauty) are
specified directly in the first two lines.

By contrast, the "All" referred to in the

journal entry is not treated in any overt fashion, instead rem aining a silent
linkage.
The next couplet elaborates the pastoral setting by introducing a lowing
heifer, the first sound introduced.

Sounds resonate throughout this poem; they

are mentioned no fewer than twelve times.

Besides the lowing of the heifer (4),

the sounds include the tolling of a bell (5), the singing of a sparrow (13), the
"wild uproar" of the sea (28), and the speech of the poet (40).
a particularized utterance forming a chorus in the verse.

Each reference is

It might also be added

that each of the five senses is described at various times in the poem.

The

sensual appreciation of the variety contained in the world climaxes in the final
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tw elve lines, w here the poet apprehends the yielding
whole through each of his senses.

of him self to a perfect

This passage, in its use of

all the senses, is

synesthetic in its treatm ent of perception.
The lowing of a heifer and the tolling

of the noonday bell suggest that each

particular sound has an effect on others, though that effect may be unknown or
unintended by the person creating the noise.

The curious reference to Napoleon

is docum ented in Journal A ’s entry fo rl2 July 1834 where the poet echoes his
co ncern

fo r

the

lin k ag es

betw een

p a rtic u la ritie s :—"I

have

some

'L incoln

b ell'—heard with joy in my ordinary m ovem ents...so will I find my Lincolnshire
in the next pasture and the bell in the first thrush that sings.

Napoleon sat back

on his horse in the midst of the march to catch the fine tone of a bell...he who
has

m astered

the

tongue

particulars (J, 6:63-64)."
m essages;

sees

nothing

behind

him

but

sim ple

addition

of

The first section ends with an appreciation of hidden

the often unconscious influences people hold for each other.

Em erson disapprovingly presents a social view of the world.

He is highly

critical of the network that society imposes on the individual since it limits the
possibilities of the lone individual.

In the juxtaposition of mountains, Napoleon,

and the movem ent of his armies, Emerson launches an indictm ent of the social
order.

In a lecture delivered at the Masonic Temple in Boston four years after

w riting

his poem , Em erson sought to celebrate the im portance of individual
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experience at the expense of society.
And this is the way that man the pilgrim travels in this world.
"Hills peep o’er hills, and Alps on Alps arise." Society when it has
done all, when it has exausted its m inistrations, when it has
agitated his bosom with honor and shame, with hope and rapture,
introduces him to Solitude, and leaves him on the vestibule of a
grander tem ple than its own.
Life has m om ents of awe and
m ajesty when perchance in speeding away from some trifle to
chase some other trifle we meet ourselves and know instantly that
we had eaten lotos and been strangers from our home all this time.
(E, 3: 380)
He may have had "Each and All" in mind when he spoke, as the poem juxtaposes
social beings in the first section with the singular identity of the poet in the last.
In between,, are the three episodes of self-delusion which exclude man from an
awareness of final solitude.
Lines 11 and 12 act as a summary of the relationship that unites each to
each, "All are needed by each one;/Nothing is good or fair alone" (lines 11-12).
Consequently, all the particularities of the scene draw a form of identity from
each other, and none of them has an intrinsic value when separated from the
rest.

This first section sets the pattern for the next three episodes where one

p articularity

is

rem oved

from

its connection

and

placed

in

a setting

that

rareifies its meaning. ^
Each

of

these

three

sub-passages

(lines

13-39)

relies

on

a im agistic

technique, using a single image to relate a message. In each, the objects of
beauty--a sparrow , seashells, and a virgin m aid—possess a m agical form of
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attraction in their natural setting.

The bird requires its tree (14), the mussels

require the surrounding

sea (20), and the virgin requires the virgin train (30)

to

their

locate

gathering
journals.

and

specify

sea-shells at

individual

attractiveness.

the shore is yet another

incident

about

episode docum ented in the

"I rem em ber when I was a boy going upon the beach and being

charm ed with the colors and forms of the shells.
them

The

in

my

pocket.

W hen

I

got

home

I

I picked up many and put
could

find

nothing

gathered—nothing but some old dry ugly mussel and snail shells.

that

I

Thence I

learned that Com position was more im portant than the beauty of individual
forms to effect.
sky

(J,

dram atic
w riting.

6:49)."
action

On the shore they lay wet and social by the sea and under the
This

passage

of the poem

The speaker

also introduces

the connection

and Em erson's thinking

of the poem reflects on

between the

about the process of

his disappointm ent that the

childhood experience does not yield the preservation of natural beauty.

The

search for truth involves the observation that individual forms cannot be made
into wholes by the hands of man.

The attempt to preserve beauty often results

in its destruction.
The coda to the poem comes in the final twelve lines which reflect an
interiorization of the panorama established in the first ten lines.
earlier

false

claim s

of the

understanding,
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these

final

lines

Rejecting the
focus

on

the

sp ontan eity

of

true

recently acted out.
lines,

is

insight

he

has

The difference here, which is absent from the first

ten

that the poet's

w here

personal

the

poet recap tu res

sense of the scene

interconnections that previously w ent undetected.

that

m akes

w hich

obvious

those

R e-establishing a sense of

identification by placing him self w ithin the spectrum o f particulars, the poet
blends into the mosaic of the forested glen.

He transports him self back into

nature where he can smell the violet, feel the burrs, see the sky, hear the birds.
These final lines bear out the
com position.

contention that the essence of beauty lies in

As Firkins observes, "the fascination of life for Emerson lay in the

disclosure of identity in variety, that is in the concurrence, the running together
of several distinct images or ideas" (Firkins, 237).

In these last lines there is a

running together of the three previous encounters with beauty.

Further, this

blending together utilizes all of the senses, bringing together the whole in a
kind of synesthetic rush.
the d isc o rd ia

"Nature [in Emerson] is the paradox of orderless order,

co n co rs exem plified in figures like patchw ork, m osaic, or the

kaleidoscope it is always in H aw thorne's key word an interm ixture"

(Yoder,

7 2 0 ).
W hile m ost critics cite Emerson's irregularity in prosody, he was capable
of technical technically correct construction.

However, he frequently sought to

undercut perfection in his verses as a part of his aesthetic program.
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Criticized

at times for being am etrical, he was in fact disrupting a unifying pattern in his
verse w hich

served to focus attention

irregularity in form .

on the content of his poem

through

"Each and All" is chiefly com posed of exactly rhymed

couplets.

W hen Em erson deviates from perfect rhym es, he does so using three

variants.

O ccasionally in Emerson’s poetry we can detect the rhyming of voiced

and unvoiced consonants as in the exam ple of "restores" and "remorse."

There

is only one example of this in the poem in lines 46 and 47 with the words "sky"
and "deity."

A nother variant, the slant rhym e, is exem plified in "heaven" and

"even" in lines 13 and 15.

There are examples of this in "Each and All," each

associated with a skip in the rhyme scheme.

The first is found in lines 11-12,

"one" in line 11 rhymes with "alone" in line 12.

The rhyme scheme which is

generally "aabb” shifts to "abbccaa."
According to M cEuen, Emerson was fully capable of adhering to convention
w hen

a

c o n siste n t

rhym ing

p attern

was

ap p ro p riate.

"E m erson

was

not

incapable of com posing regular stanzas, of m aintaining regular rhythm s, and of
keeping to a regular rhym e scheme" (M cEuen, 34) she points out, but in his
poetry

he attem pted

to create free and cadenced verses to separate certain

passages from a constraining whole.

This observation suggests that Em erson’s

rhym ing, sw itching as it does between couplets and alternately rhym ing lines,
serves to further undercut a unified coherent pattern which m ight indicate an
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em phasis on the "all" of the title in the poem.
unrhymed,

The word "shore" (19) is

suggesting its alienation from the couplets it accompanies.

With

their isolated couplets, the fifty-one lines tend to underscore the "each" that
predom inates until the poem's concluding word: "whole."
In Em erson's poetry it is not uncommon to witness irregularities in rhyme
and meter occurring together; such is the case in "Each and A ll.”
in octosyllabic couplets, for example.

He often wrote

Much of "Each and All" reveals this

preference for the octosyllabic form, but there are notable variations.

In "Little

thinks, in the field, yon red-cloaked clown/ O f thee from the hill-top looking
down" (1-2) Emerson establishes an irregular metrical pattern shifting from a
ten syllable line to a nine syllable line, further com plicated by inversion and
enjambment.

He undercuts regular rhythm in the poem, placing lines of

seven

(11), nine (2) and ten syllables (1) in a poem organized principally around
octosyllabic couplets. The M iltonic catalogue line is used in other blank verse
poems such as

the poem "Blight." Still in "Each and All" the catalogue persists,

as in lines 42-46, but the catalogued items are fixed w ithin the octosyllabic
couplet form.

"With the sun and the sand and the wild uproar" (39) and "...Like

the bird from the woodlands to the cage, (45)" use an anapestic beat at variance
with the iambic pattern.

From Coleridge again, Emerson drew an appreciation

of the short runic line from Anglo-Saxon verse.
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The use of the runic line is

often associated with the traditional bardic personality, a role which Emerson
sought to emulate in his verse.

Such lines are usually separated by a comma as

in "He sang to my ear,--they sang to my eye (28)."
Em erson placed
w ords

together in

high

value on bringing

his verse.

discernible in "Each and All."

This

ideas,

sym bols, and im aginative

ideal of a"m etre-m aking

argument"

is

As he said in his journal, "it is not metres, but a

metre making argument that makes a poem ,—a thought so passionate and alive
that like the spirit of a plant or animal, it has an architecture of its own."
W aggoner asserts that in crafting his metres, Emerson defined his role as a poet
and

that

"Em erson

m etre
was

helped

him

to

m anipulate

distinguished

by

a

talen t

his
for

m aterial
a

special

m ore
kind

effectively:
of

m etrical

com position in words, giving him the ability to discern and then point to, to
pronounce solemnly as one with authority, and to give a token of what existed
waiting to be named or said"
of E m erson's

m eters,

(Waggoner, 69).

contending

Buell concurs as to the strength

that they reinforce

a general principle of

variety noticeable throughout his verse.
E m erson's

verse

tends

to

stress

com pact

insights.

E m erson's

gnomic

utterances—"All are needed by each one;/ Nothing is fair or good alone”— draw
upon the maxim.

Maxims are traceable to Aristotle, but in Emerson's case, their

use was more likely learned from Puritan sources.
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A ristotle commented that

"one great advantage of maxims to a speaker is due to the want of intelligence
in his hearers, who love to hear him succeed in expressing as a universal truth
the opinions w hich they
137).

The maxim

hold them selves

about particular cases"

(A ristotle,

had its appeal to Emerson who trained to become a Unitarian

m inister, but

still more to the poet seeking to convey in compact form a still

greater truth.

The maxims of "Each and All" exhibit his optimistic views on the

in te rc o n n e c te d n e ss

of

persons

in

a

social

settin g ,

a

p o in t

celeb rated

sim ultaneously with his insistence on self-reliance.
The voice in "Each and All" argues for an openness in the ways that truth is
exchanged and perceived.

Like the voice employed in poems like "Berrying,"

this one does not pontificate or prophesy.

"It ponders, it entertains questions,

and it does not have the last word" (Scheick, 7).

Such a voice is a radical

departure from those poems, regarded as "failures of the im agination, where an
orphic or messianic voice is speaking" (Yoder, 154).
Emerson structures images in sharply focused vignettes.

In this regard, his

m anipulation of images bears rem arkable sim ilarity to the use of images by
such metaphysical poets as Herbert and Donne, as well as predicting the work of
im agistes like W illiams and Pound.

Instead of relating a poem through the

exclusive use of a single metaphor, Emerson resorts to multiple images, yet he
retains a sense

of com pact neatness common to the poetic practice of the
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m etaphysicals.

Em erson's images reflect the spontaneity of insight that is often

possible when a person is sensitive to his surroundings.

Sudden revelations

bearing some lesson or clarifying a previously am biguous relationship suggests
Em erson's rom antic spirit.

This is a spirit where categories are collapsed, and

new potential is created out of challenging paradox.

M an's efforts and abilities

take on an increased im portance; Emerson invites us to participate in shaping
our individual lives.

To assist in this effort, he will provide an example drawn

from his own experience.
Com bined w ith the

perspective provided by his journals, the m anuscript

developm ent of "Each and "All" traces Em erson's tendency to idealize certain
visual aspects detailed in his prose experience.
him self to "M ake your own bible.

In July 1836, Emerson directed

Select and collect all those words and

sentences that in all your reading have been to you like the blast of a trumpet."
Gathering the material for the m anuscript of this poem from

various entries in

his journals, Em erson obviously used this method him self.

The structure of

im agery in the poem , depending as it does on a series of incidents, illustrates
that truth can som etim es be conveyed through non-discursive means.

Strauch

finds in the creation of vignettes a synthesis of many of Em erson’s poetical
concerns—"Em erson's poetic purpose [was a distillation] in delitions, additions,
tra n sp o sitio n s,--a ll

the

changes

th at

w ere
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to

in su re

m etrical

cadence,

a

sharpening of imagery, and purity of tone and mood" (Strauch, 275). Strauch's
com m ent serves to underscore the fact that in this poem Em erson sought to
create his prim ary poetic statem ent through the particular.

Further, Emerson's

imagery balances the experiences of the poem into two neat categories.
The dram atic action in "Each and All" is closely linked with Emerson's
com positional theories.

The poem, with a scattering of color and heights, is

alm ost im pressionistic in its com bination of elements.

Like the colors of an

im pressionistic painting, they appear to be isolated blotches on the canvas.
H ow ever, when a m inimal perspectival distance is reached, the pattern they
form becomes apparent.
concerns.

Em erson's poetic style parallels a series of artistic

He relies on the com monplace image to convey a sense of hidden

connectedness. Assuming the speaker of the poem to be analogous to Emerson
himself, the poet seeks to identify with the world of nature and then, in the
final passage, to add himself to it, creating through that addition a new sense of
perfection.

W hile this perfecting sensibility is deeply attracting, we should not

forget that the poet rem ains an individual, standing apart and isolated from
those persons he describes in the hills and valley of the first ten lines. It is true
that Em erson ends his poem with the speaker finding com pensation in nature
around him, but this notion is carefully circumscribed.
E m erson’s poetry,

often

seen

as

a form
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of A m erican

R om anticism ,

is

decidedly pessim istic in "Each and All."
not prove to be attainable.

Truth and Beauty are pursued, but do

A pprehending his experiences

as exam ples of

failure, he is made aware that life is not easily explained in terms of indivisible
wholes.

Consequently, the speaker comes to realize that the perfection implied

in the m aiden, m ussels, and birds is in fact fettered by their enclosure in
"woven attire," shells, and cages.

The terms by which persons frame a sense of

understanding often fail, creating limitations for the individual.
Ill
Responding to those who criticize his unconventional verse, Emerson might
assert that the poem is simply an approximation of life.

Those seeking simple

explanations for m an’s interconnectedness are thwarted in his poetry, ju st as
they are likely to be thwarted in life.

The experience of the speaker continually

points up the futility of defining the self through external things.

Far from

being com forting, the truths man gains by trying to acquire objects outside his
purview only clouds and frustrates his aspirations.

Instead, man's attempts at

drawing closer to that which he covets leads him to a false logic; one that views
the economy of the world as one in which man can take what he wants without
payment.

In Em erson’s ecomomy of expenditure, it is not God or society but

individual character that constitutes a fundam ental fact.

Emerson encourages

man to be self-reliant, and make no attachments to ideology which would
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dim inish his

individual importance. One suspects that the reason why Napoleon

"lists with delight" at the sound of the church bell is because he is a political
man who does not answer to the constraining peal of the church.
at constructing
Instutitions

system s,

im posed

by

poetic

or otherw ise,

social relations like

sentim ents of idealistic love.

is

an

All our efforts

over-reaching

m arriage

bleed

dry

activity.
individual

Because man is a creature capable of creative

input and shifting perspectives, marriage ought to be inform ed by a recognition
of mutual selfhood between two partners, not airy ideals.
directed

Emerson's poem is

tow ards the satifaction of his readers and is not intended for the

benefit of the poet.

Aiming to elevate the potential for self-realization, Emerson

asks that his readers pay the price by not accepting prescribed forms but rather
by engaging in his example.

If we are to accept the epiphany the poet-speaker

attains at the poem's conclusion, then his readers m ust recognize that such a
truth can only come for them by adopting a inward focus on life's experiences,
varied though they may be.
Em erson's adoption of a form accom plishes a literary task--the presentation
of his subject m atter in verse.
com m entary

aim ed

at

focussing

It also serves as a com m ent upon itself, a
the

readers

hom iletic purpose for w riting the poem.

atten tio n

tow ards

E m erson’s

Com bining two objectives in this

manner would not have been an unusual idea for him.

New England primers of

Puritan days relied on the use of instructional couplets followed by pictures.
Em erson self-consciously crafts his verse both to reflect his notions as to the
artistic function of poems and with an eye towards establishing an invitation to
view the world according to the principles of that construction.

The intersection

of these concerns Emerson describes in terms of sailing, a voyage of a hundred
tacks.
life.

This analogy rests upon a understanding of a central paradox in human
As hum ans try to interpret their world, they are confronted

by the

relationship of the individual to larger, more intim idating wholes.
S ociety,

theology,

M em bership in
Em erson

science

all

suggest

a

w orld

of

ex ternal

these categories serves to define the identity

categories.

of a person.

sees problem s in these divisions and shows that their relation to

individuals is often as paradoxical as it is convoluted.

To conceive of man apart

from certain elements of nature, as taxonomic biology asserts, does violence to
the idea that man and nature are indivisibly connected.
however, that it is far easier to prove that a man is

Emerson understands,
different

from a plant.

Consequently, he finds in life that men are often seen as isolated.

That Emerson

was well prepared to accept a fractional basis to life capable of supplementation
is a point underscored
m aterials for

in the epigram to the journal used to collect the

"Each and All:"

because I have

"This book is my savings bank.

I grow richer

som ew here to deposit my earnings; and fractions are worth
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more to me because corresponding fractions are waiting here that shall be made
integers

by

their

ad d itio n ” (J,

6:2).

A ccordingly,

Em erson

adapted

this

understanding into a formal statement concerning his w riting of poetry.
I cannot m yself use that system atic form w hich is reckoned
essential in treating the science of the mind [logic and philosophy].
But if one can say so without arrogance, I might suggest that he
who contents him self with dotting a fragm entary curve, recording
only what facts he has observed, w ithout attem pting to arrange
them within one outline, follows a system also--a system as grand
as any other, though he does not interfere with its vast curves by
prematurely forcing them into a circle or an ellipse, but only draws
that arc which he clearly sees, or perhaps at a later observation a
rem ote curve of the same orbit, and waits for a new opportunity,
well assured that these observed arcs w ill consist with each other
(W, 11: 11-12).
One aspect of his poetic program depends on the presentation of fragments;
things presented without a supporting context.

Fragm entary reality places very

obvious lim itations on doctrines that aim for transcendental unity.
I know better than to claim any completeness for my picture, I am
a fragm ent, and this a fragm ent of me.
I can very confidently
announce one or another law, which throws itself into relief and
form, but I am too young yet by some ages to compile a code, I
gossip for my hour concerning the eternal politics (J, 3 47)
Em erson obviously felt threatened by the recent advances in technology and
science.

Fearing that the comforting and necessary reinforcem ent people gained

with an understanding of connectedness, Emerson sought to encourage them to
become self-reliant, and to leave the vexing problems of ultimate connectedness
behind.

The poet-speaker reflects the inability

of the poet to construct a

convincing code: "Nor know est thou what argum ent/Thy life to thy neighbor's
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creed has lent (9-10)."
E ven
E m erson

as

he

realizes

understands

the

that hum an life

lim itatio n s
is

m arked

im posed
by an

evidence that a purpose exists within the universe.
be

equally

assertativ e,

E m erson's poetic theory.

req u irin g
In

an

on

unitary

in satiab le striving

for

At times this impulse can

im p licit reco g n itio n

E m erson's view

concepts,

o f the

it isentirely

w hole

appropriate

in
and

necessary to operate w ithin the extrem es of atom istic identity and total unity.
Further it is a function of the creative genius to be able to com bine the two
perspectives in a single poem.
E m erson

is

Seeing poetry as a process akin to sailing,

suggesting that a poet can

self-consciously

create

im ages

and

m anipulate technique in order to depict the world as a fragm entary assemblage.
T hat so moving and moved on thoughts and verses, gathered in
different parts of a long life, you sail
no straight line, but are
perpetually distracted by new and counter currents, and go a little
way north, then a little way northeast, then a little northw est, then
a little north again. Be it so is any motion different? The curve of
a line is not a curve, but an infinite polygon. The voyage of the
best ship is a zigzag line on a hundred tacks...all these verses and
thoughts were as spontaneous at some time to that man as any one
was. Being so, they were not his own, but above him the voice of
sim ple, necessary, aboriginal nature, and, com ing from so narrow
an experience as one m ortal, they must
be strictly related, even
the farthest ends of his life, and seen at the perspective of a few
ages, will appear harmonious and univocal (J, 5: 224-225).

A dditionally, the poet may rely on diction to convey a sense of the dimly
illum inated

sensation

that a supporting

unity
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surrounds

that

w orld

like

an

envelope. The m astery of sailing draws upon the dem onstrable skills of the
sailor as well as rapid intuitive responses to unpredictable situations that are
often rapidly changing.

A poem too is carefully constructed, but steers the

mind towards deeper meanings, a task which is not always successful but still
im portant.

The winds which propel a boat are fluid and variable.

The sail

captures the wind and shapes it so that it is able to drive the craft forward.

As

minute changes in speed and direction are manifest in the luffing of its folds, it
com municates by altering its own shape.
it a form.

A poem must trap language and give

As the structure builds, the words and phrases seek their

relations, helping to provide com m entary on its own form.

separate

In its defining

arrangem ent of parts, the poem asks serious questions of a world that is overly
burdened by organization.

Like the sail, the poem is a tentative structure

holding meaning for a moment but then allowing the wind to spill out, away
from its clutches.

The captain of a boat is sometimes aware of hidden dangers

but seldom able to calculate their imm ediate relation to him.

Unsure of his

exact position, his piloting of the boat re-emphasizes the role of the individual
and accents his spontaneity as he corrects his course.

So too, Emerson the poet

asserts that the corrections drawn in life might conform to an overall pattern.
But if they should not, it will be of little consequence in a world that stresses
the importance of the individual above all else.
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Should a ultimate truth not be

proved, one can say that truth is to be defined individually.

Those truths that

do not respond to a personal sense must inevitably be false truths, drawing us
astray towards some illusory point on the shore.

The poet must be responsive

to the concurrent force of the wind; in his navigation he must be patient.

To go

faster than the wind allows is to outpace his understanding, and in the restless
activity that follows, he creates problems for himself.
D espite critical commentary to the contrary, perhaps Emerson's world is not
so unlike ours after all.

Emerson's programmatic attempts to structure language

did indeed meld the interests of the writer and the literary meditator as well as
the personalities of all those he encountered and drew inspiration from.

As

John U pdike has written, "writing criticism is to writing fiction and poetry as
hugging the shore is to sailing in the open sea.

At sea, we have that beautiful

blackness all around, a cold bright wind, and the occassional thrill of of a
gleaming dolphin-back or the synchronized leap of silverfish; hugging the shore,
one

can

alw ays

com e

nine-point quotation"

about

and

(Updike, xv).

draw

even

closer

to

land

with

another

One might only add that the journey might

also involve the course of a hundred tacks, the necessity of a upwind effort.

In

the case of Emerson, he is not a poet of each or all, but speaks firmly for each
and all.
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used throughout the text:
E: The Early Lectures of Ralph W aldo Em erson. Edited by Robert E. Spiller
and Wallace E. Williams, Cambridge, 1972. 3v.
J:

Journals of Ralph W aldo E m erson. Edited by E. W. Emerson. Boston,
1909-1914. lOv.

L: The Letters of Ralph Waldo Emerson. Edited by Ralph L. Rusk. New York,
1939. 6v.
N: "Nature," in Essavs and Lectures. Edited by Joel Porte.
of America, 1983.

New York: Library

P: P oem s 1847 (Boston)
W: The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Em erson. Edited by E. W. Emerson,
Boston, 1903-1904. 12v.

NOTES
1 A nother way of viewing such language is to see it as supplemental.
Jacques Derrida defines supplem ent as "a word that can mean both that
w hich supplem ents som ething already com plete in itself, and that which
supplies w hat is m issing from som ething incom plete in an im portant
respect" (Derrida, 144). This is typical of Emerson's w ritings, especially
w hen he u n d ertak es a cla ssific a tio n of th in g s in to tw o
separate
categories.
D errida's term stresses the rhetorical usage of language, and
is not concerned with a com prehensive theory. Em phasis on rhetoric and
narrative strategy allows one to speak in broader terms, and to suggest
that there may be an im portance hidden in collapsed and incom plete
language.
In his m onograph On
G r a m m a t o l o g y , D errida calls the
su p p le m e n ta l w ord "th a t c o m b in a tio n of tw o m e an in g s w hose
cohabitation is as strange as it is necessary.(D errida, 144).
The reason
this paradoxical meaning surfaces is often a resu lt of the
rhetorical
strategy employed by the poet. Derrida relates this process of writing in
a m anner which is applicable to the language found in "Each and All."
U nder this view, Em erson is to be seen as a w riter who "writes in a
language and in a logic whose proper system, laws, and life his discourse
by definition cannot dom inate absolutely. He uses them only by letting
him self, after a fashion and up to a point, be governed by the system.
And the reading m ust always aim ata certain relationship,
unperceived
by the w riter, betw een w hat he com m ands and w hat he does not
command of the patterns of the language he uses" (D errida, 158).
^
W aggoner draws distinctions between several views of the poet based
on etym ologies of the word poet articulated in several languages. From
Greek he draws the sense of the poet as a maker/com poser, from Sanskrit
he takes the meaning "to pile up," and from Slavic he takes
"arrange."
A dditionally, he refers to the German word "Dichter", meaning a writer of
fiction and distinguishes that from "Dichtung" which is a condensed or
otherw ise m em orable inaginative articulation of w isdom .
Finally, he
traces the Latin root word "vates," and associates this to Emerson. Vates
is a diviner, but also a prophetic speaker. In his view, Emerson is a poet
w ithout any distinction being insisted on between the divining and the
speaking. W aggoner covers a lot of ground in this area and sometimes
does not treat this linguistic approach with enough care.
Broderick, in
review ing the book, stated th at W aggoner should have "m ore fully

developed distinctions among vates, dichter, poet, bard, and soothsayer,
in pages 66-73." B roderick is also the source of the com m ent that the
definitive work on Emerson as a poet remains to be written.
3
Roy
H a rv e y
P e a rc e
d e s c r ib e s
th is
te c h n iq u e
as
a
d escrip tiv e-p articip ato ry action involving the poet w ith the form and
content of his poetry. The poet and his poetic creation are self-reflexive
of each other. "In the end, objectivity and dialectic both are postulates of
the all-suffusing subjectivity which marks Em erson's carrying through of
the poetic act. In the poet's sense of him self lies his sole guarantee that
there are other selves to be sensed.
A cting on the basis of that
guarantee, he somehow is enabled to discover the world for us—and, to
our delight, to discover him self in it" (Pearce, 157).
4
This article, is helpful regarding textual problem s and dating; its
research has been used to arrange the poem s in E m erson’s poetry
notebooks recently released in 1986.
W hile it is certainly dated in its
analysis of the poem s, it does cover several explicit references to the
intellectual backgrounds of Coleridge, Cudworth, Goethe, and Hericlitus in
E m erson.
^
For solving herm enutic difficulties, these categories do little to assist
the m ind in p ro cessin g lo g ical assum ptions b ecau se in E m erson's
im aginative view, all categories are capable of interpenetrating.
Just as
obvious is the fact that these are not dialectical in the proper sense of
that word. The interaction between Each and All is not an opportunity to
effect a higher synthesis, because everything and all things com prise a
totality defined by two paradoxical but interrelated terms. In a Hegelian
sense, no synthesis can occur which rises above these terms; there is no
new concept that can possibly supplant the older terms.
And in reality
there may be no essential evolutionary conflict between the terms. As a
consequence, the m eaning of both terms is allow ed to co-exist without
apparent contradiction.
The contradiction, if it surfaces at all, originates
in the readers perception, not the poet’s. Because Emerson presents these
various dialogues w ithout asserting the ultim ate superiority of any one,
he is allow ing for the preservation and proliferation of view points; an
idea that parallels M. M. Bakhtin’s dialogical approach to language.

6

For an argum ent which closely parallels my own, see Derek Attridge

"Puttenham 's Perplexity: Nature, Art, and the Supplement in Renaissance
Poetic Theory," in L iterary Theory/R enaissance T ex ts, ed. Patricia Parker
and David Quint, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins U niversity Press, 1986. This
study is extrem ely illum inating as a model of applying deconstructionist
criticism to poetry.
The value of such an ex ercise lies in the
"establishm ent of some distance from the associations, distinctions, limits,
m etaphorical habits, and other system atic features that condition our
discursive practices, whether in the criticism of literature or across much
w ider cultural domains.
A ttridge also makes the im portant point that
"universal assent as to the dichotom ous character of experience, the
appropriateness of these terms to label the divisions, and their absolute
m utual dependence was attended by widespread disagreem ent as to the
division and m eanings of the terms them selves.
This phenomenon is
made even more curious by the fact that contradictory positions are often
to be found within a single author"
(Attridge, 259).
Though Derek
A ttridge has focused on this problem in a different poetical context its
thesis is applicable to alm ost any poetical strategy where two opposites
are crucial to the meaning of a poem. Attridge points out that dualisms
"do not and cannot function as stable, given m utually exclusive
oppositions, of which one member is simply primary and self-sufficient,
and the other secondary, exterior, and dependent" (A ttridge 259).
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